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Evidence that Argentina sold arms to Ecuador during that country's border war with Peru in early
1995 could cost Defense Minister Oscar Camilion his job. Pressure is mounting, both from the
opposition and within President Carlos Saul Menem's administration, to get rid of the defense
minister because of the embarrassing weapons sales that not only went to Ecuador but also to
Croatia during a period in which an arms embargo was in effect against that country.
The scandal first broke 13 months ago when it was discovered that Argentine arms had reached
Ecuador in February 1995 in the midst of its border war with Peru (see NotiSur, 03/31/95). As a
guarantor of the Rio de Janeiro Protocol that provided the guidelines for peace negotiations between
Ecuador and Peru, Argentina was under obligation to remain impartial in the conflict. Soon after, an
investigation found Argentine arms had also reached Croatia, in violation of the UN arms embargo
in effect at that time and after Argentina had sent peacekeeping forces to the region.
According to press reports, arms sales worth US$35 million from the state-owned Fabricaciones
Militares (FM), which were supposedly destined for Venezuela and Panama, ended up in Ecuador
and Croatia. The Argentine government has maintained that the destination of the weapons is
the sole responsibility of the dealers, arguing that the arms were sold to Venezuela and Panama
through two brokers Hayton Trade and Debrol, both with offices in Uruguay and that those traders
carried out the switch, sending the arms to Ecuador and Croatia. "Argentina did not violate any
arms embargo," said Menem. "It sold arms to particular buyers. It is not up to us to investigate what
they may have done with them later."
The scandal led to the resignation of Luis Sarlenga, former head of the FM, who is now under
investigation on charges of failing to fulfill his duties as a public official. According to press reports
in Buenos Aires, one Argentine diplomat said she informed officials in the Foreign Ministry in 1995
about suspected irregularities in the pending arms sale and what appeared to her to be a forged
signature, but her superiors told her that she was "mistaken," and approved the sale. Counsul
general Alicia Beatriz de Hoz testified before federal judge Jorge Urso, who is in charge of the
investigation, that the Ministry was "in a hurry" to have the sale approved. Shortly after that,
according to de Hoz, Menem signed Decree 103/95 that authorized the sale of arms to Venezuela,
but which ended up in Ecuador.
The government official who is most under fire is Camilion. For more than a year, the scandal has
persisted and calls have increased for Camilion to resign. In mid-January, Camilion said he "might
have been told" of a possible deflection, but did not pursue the matter because his "mind was on
other things." Camilion maintained that "in general, the conditions of arms sales are based on the
premise that the manufacturers sell arms to intermediaries, who buy them to then sell them off at an
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opportune moment." However, Camilion insists he knew nothing of the rerouting and says he has
no intention of resigning.
Nevertheless, cracks are appearing in Camilion's support base within the governing party. "My
opinion is public officials should apply the 'theory of the fuse' more often," said Jorge Matzkin,
Partido Justicialista (PJ-Peronist) leader in the lower house of Congress. Matzkin was referring
to Menem's position that "all cabinet members are fuses," and thus easily replaced. "This time
it should be the defense minister's turn," said Matzkin. On April 19, Camilion was dealt a major
setback when Argentine judicial authorities decided to investigate him and the head of the air force,
Brig. Juan Paulik, in connection with the sale. Judge Urso was instructed to include Camilion and
Paulik within his broader investigation of Sarlenga and several others.
The directive alleges that both Camilion and Paulik were aware of the flights to Ecuador, especially
two carried out in January 1995. However, Menem continued to back Camilion and even put him in
charge of the investigation. "The court order implies that the judicial authorities want the Defense
Ministry to send them additional information," said Camilion. "Providing information to judge
Urso is not incompatible with my job, and I am still defense minister." While opposition legislators
called it "ridiculous" and "paradoxical" that Camilion would be named to head the investigation
that involves his activities, Menem said that, if he thought Camilion were responsible for the sale, he
"would not have put him in charge of the investigation."
In addition, Minister of Justice Adolfo Barra said that Camilion and the government were duped.
"There was a deception," said Barra. "The first victim of the deception was the minister, and then,
the entire government." However, Horacio Jaunarena, former minister of defense during expresident Raul Alfonsin's administration (1983- 1989), said that Camilion "is responsible whether he
knew of the illegal sale of arms to Ecuador or whether he had no knowledge of it, since that would
demonstrate a lack of control within the Ministry." On May 5, judge Urso called on the Chamber of
Deputies to consider a political trial against Camilion. Although the governing PJ has a majority in
the lower house, if the legislators pursue the matter, Camilion could lose his diplomatic immunity
and be subject to criminal charges.
"The impression is emerging that, within the PJ, those in favor of opening up the investigation are
now beginning to dominate," said Eduardo Van der Kooy, columnist with the Buenos Aires daily
newspaper Clarin. "The position of the minister is becoming indefensible." "Camilion will stay on
the job a few weeks more, perhaps a few months," said analyst Rosendo Fraga. "But if Congress
decides to investigate him, it will be difficult for him to survive long."
For the moment, the government has succeeded in delaying action against Camilion. It convinced
Congress to postpone any interrogation of the minister until the waters have calmed. The
administration reportedly had favored Camilion's testifying before Congress, but after a meeting
between the minister and party leaders, they became concerned because of his inconsistencies and
vacillations. "Having him testify under the circumstances would have been political suicide," said a
PJ deputy. As the ramifications spread, the Argentine government announced that it was getting out
of the arms business altogether.
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Argentine Interior Minister Carlos Corach said the government had suspended all foreign arms
sales and would sell the FM. "We are not going to sell arms to anyone," Corach said in Lima, where
he was attending an Organization of American States (OAS) anti-terrorism conference. In addition,
Menem said that the government was lifting the secrecy on "all decrees signed from 1983 until now"
for arms sales, "to prove that it was the former administration of Raul Alfonsin, and not the present
administration, that was dedicated to selling arms to countries at war."
Nevertheless, Rodolfo Terragno, head of Alfonsin's Union Civica Radical (UCR), said Menem is
ultimately responsible for the sales. "Either the president knew where the arms were going, which
is very serious, or he did not know what he signed, which is also very serious," said Terragno. "In
either case, the president is personally responsible for what happened."
Meanwhile, on April 24, the head of the Ecuadoran armed forces joint chiefs of staff, Gen. Jorge
Ortega, said that arms were purchased during the border war, but the contract was with a local firm
and not with the Argentine government. "There has been no government to government deal or
contract," said Ortega. "Where and how the local company bought the arms is its business and that
of the Argentine government. All we did was buy the arms we needed."
Added Gen. Paco Moncayo, head of the Ecuadoran army, "The arms sale is a scandal for Argentina.
There is no reason for it to be a scandal for Ecuador." However, opposition deputies in Peru said
Argentina has lost its moral authority and should withdraw from the Rio Protocol's group of
guarantor countries. While President Alberto Fujimori rejected that idea, the Peruvian Foreign
Ministry did call for an investigation and sanctions against those responsible for the sale. In
addition, the Uruguayan opposition is demanding an investigation into the relationship between the
Uruguayan government and the two companies involved in the sale. The Argentine Supreme Court
has appealed to Ecuadoran judicial authorities for help in completely clarifying the sale.
Prosecutor Adrian Guillermo Perez went to Quito to ask permission to continue the investigation
there. The request puts the Ecuadoran government in a dilemma whether to help another country
get out of a bind or protect those who facilitated the arms deal. Meanwhile, the UCR says there
must be "an investigation that gets to the bottom of the scandal." "The seriousness of the illegal
sales, the evidence that the government has lied, the cover-up that has gone on for more than a year,
and the damage to the nation's foreign relations demand that the entire truth be told," said a UCR
communique. (Sources: Inter Press Service, 04/22/96; Reuter, 12/03/95, 04/22/96, 04/24/96, 04/30/96,
05/01/96, 05/05-07/96; Agence France-Presse, 12/09/95, 01/18/96, 04/20/96, 04/29/96, 04/30/96,
05/04/96, 05/07/96, 05/08/96)
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